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Exploiting Children 


The Labor Department tightens child labor enforcement, reviews 
regulations 


DETROIT, MICH.--Several hundred teenagers selling hamburgers 
at fast food outlets here recently were unaware that at least part 
of the time they were working illegally, simply by showing up to 
work the hours they were assigned. 


Employers violate the child labor guidelines in the Fair Labor 
Standards Act by requiring 14-and 15-year-old teens to work more 
than three hours a day, beyond 7 p.m. on school nights or more than 
18 hours a week during school months. 


They may be less likely to do so since the Labor Department 
announced in February it will step up enforcement and increase 
fines for violators. 


With the Labor Department now taking penalties to the highest 
permissible level, fines could be doubled or tripled. The Labor 
Department's Employment Standards Administration is also 
considering taking steps to permit stiffer fines in especially 
serious cases. 


"Our fines must exact a price or there will be no deterrence," 
says Secretary Elizabeth Dole. 


Since 1982, the number of violations cited by the Department's 
1,000 compliance officers have increased nationally from 9,000 to 
20,000, according to Corlis Sellers, director of the Department's 
Wage and Hours' Farm and Child Labor programs. At the same time, 
Wage and Hour officers have increased their inspections of child 
labor violation cases, according to Employment Standards 
Administration Assistant Secretary Bill Brooks. 


Roughly two-thirds of the violations were with 14- and 15- 
year-olds, the other third with 16- and 17-year-olds, Sellers says. 
Most violations are occurring in low-skill jobs with restaurants, 
video rental operations, janitorial services and retail outlets. 


"The reason is plain enough," says James Smith, assistant 
director of Wage and Hour in Troy, Michigan, which serves the 
northern half of the Detroit metropolitan area. "Minimum-wage jobs 
don't attract older workers and the pool of young workers is drying 
up. Employers are simply faced with the fact there's no one to 
operate behind the counter, especially in the long hours they 
choose to operate." 

-more- 





The violations are becoming common in many metropolitan areas, 
particularly in the Boston, Philadelphia, Atlanta and Chicago 
regions, according to Sellers. 


Occasionally the violations result in injuries. Wage and Hour 
has no official tabulation, but Sellers says reports of fingers 
sliced off in meat slicing machines at fast food outlets are 
increasing. 


Wage and Hour has also been fighting the increased incidence 
of minors using paper bailers, machines which crush boxes used to 
ship canned goods. In a particularly tragic New York case in 
December 1988, a 13-year-old boy died after becoming entangled in 
a compactor. Since the youth was the son of the supermarket 
manager, the Labor Department did not issue a violation or 
assessment. 


Assessments reflect increased violations. In Chicago, 
assessments in fiscal year 1986 were $221,305 for 1,850 violations, 
according to Carol Fluker, assistant to the regional director. In 
fiscal year 1988 there were 3,518 violations and $432,250 in 
assessments. 


The same is true in Boston, where assessments climbed from 
$156,000 in 1985 to $240,600 in 1987, and in Philadelphia, with 
fines of $90,000 in 1985 and $221,000 in 1987. 


Until the Labor Department's action in February, the 
assessments were apparently insufficient to counter the shortage 
of labor, especially since the maximum assessment was only $1,000, 
an amount generally reserved for cases of death or serious injury. 


The assessments are one aspect of the child labor provisions 
that were studied by the Child Labor Advisory Committee beginning 
in March 1988. 


During a meeting with Advisory Committee members last month, 
Brooks said the Labor Department will study possible legislative 
changes to allow further increases in penalties and will work to 
improve public awareness of child labor regulations and the reasons 
for them. 


Brooks said a task force will be formed to improve 
coordination and enforcement and to better collect information on 
child labor practices. MThe task force will also review current 
restrictions on hazardous occupations and will develop proposals 
to update regulations for meat slicers, school bus drivers, paper 
bailers and other particularly hazardous occupations for teens. 
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The first labor day parade was held in New York City 
under the auspices of the Central Labor Union on September 5, 
1882, according to "Labor Firsts in America," a U.S. Labor 
Department publication. This initiated the practice of 
celebrating a "labor day." 


The first May Day demonstration was held in 1886 as 
approximately 340,000 workers rallied for an eight-hour day in 
various cities, according to "Labor Firsts in America," a U.S. 
Labor Department publication. Beginning in 1890, such 
demonstrations became annual events. 


# # # 


The first state law establishing Labor Day as a holiday was 
in Oregon, 1887, according to "Labor Firsts in America," a U.S. 
Labor Department publication. Similar legislation was passed in 
Colorado and New York later that year. 
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The first federal legislation designating Labor Day as a 
national holiday was passed in 1894, according to "Labor Firsts 
in America," a U.S. Labor Department publication. 
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